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Kean’s Edge

By Darby Krenshaw

Kean gazes up at the stained-glass dome over the rotunda library. Its azure glass is inset with silver stars that twinkle in the soft light. Engrossed in the effect, he bumps into an alabaster bust perched on a column. 

“Please do be careful, Mr. Kean.” Dr. Fischer steadies the statue with one hand and places the other on the small of Kean’s back. 

“Kean,” he replies, making an effort not to jerk away. 

“Pardon?”

“Just call me Kean. There’s no mister in front of it.” Kean moves away to take a closer look at one of the curved bookcases that circle the room. The shelves, packed with books, vases and figurines, rise from the floor to the dome that seems to float above.

“Marvelous, isn’t it? The room is three stories tall and three hundred feet across, the floor is Italian marble. Humidity control is essential, which is one of the reasons it’s underground. The dome actually lies underneath a shallow reflecting pool located in the meditation garden. Ingenious, really.”

“Ingenious,” Kean repeats, moving to step on the scuff mark his work boot left on the marble. “I don’t think I have ever seen a holographic library this big.”

Kean places his finger on the spine of Jack London’s White Fang. The holograph doesn’t flicker. His blue eyes widen in surprise. 

“The code is amazing, Dr. Fischer. To create this type of interaction takes some seriously tight programming.

The doctor grins and picks up the small dog that’s sniffing around Kean’s boot. Its body is covered with wispy long hair so thin Kean can see its gray-freckled skin. 

The doctor’s Japanese sandals clack across the marble, as he comes over to stand too close. “Pick it up.” He nods to the book. 

Kean gently pulls the book and let’s it fall open in his hand. “It has weight to it? How is that possible?” There’s a slight musty odor when he turns a page; he brings the book to his nose.

“Mr. Kean.” Dr. Fischer places a hand on Kean’s shoulder.

“Kean.”

“Right, Kean.” He pauses for a beat, tasting the word. “And please call me Ellis. I’m afraid I brought you here under false pretenses.” Beads of sweat form on the doctor’s bald head.

“Uh, listen, Doc—” He sneezes.

“Gesundheit.”

“Thank—” Kean stops. The copy of White Fang drops to the floor. “There’s dust on these.”

“Please, do try to be more careful.” Fischer grunts over his large stomach to retrieve the book.

“That’s organic. Only real books would collect dust.”

Dr. Fischer returns the book to the shelf. “As I said, Kean, I brought you here under somewhat false pretenses.”

Kean looks around again with growing apprehension. “Listen, Dr. Fischer. I’m not sure what you have been told, but I’m a hacker.” Kean starts to back his way to the elevator. 

“I thought we agreed on Ellis?” Fischer gives him a hurt look. “I need you to retrieve a book for me.”

“A real book? Not possible.”

“And yet look around you.” Fischer makes a sweeping gesture with his hand.

“Sorry. Can’t help you.” Kean reaches behind him and pushes the elevator button.

“I can offer you a great deal of money.” He drops the dog on a couch as he shuffles behind a brass-topped bar, his red muumuu billowing. He offers a bottle of water.

The elevator doors open and reclose behind Kean. “How much?”

*

Kean takes the stairs two at a time to the one-room apartment. The thumping bass from the strip club below makes its one window vibrate. He bumps his head on the bare bulb hanging from wire just inside the apartment door. A round burn mark appears on his forehead.

“When are you going to learn to duck?” Ozzy chuckles without looking up from her laptop.
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